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''Within a Cloven Pine'':
Identifying the Learning
Disabled Student in a
University Center ·
by Patricia M . Godwin
" ... For that he was a spirit too delicate
To act their earthly and abhorr'd commands,
Refusing their grand hests, they did confine him
By help of their most potent ministers,
And in their most unmitigable rage,
Into a cloven pine; within which rift
Imprisoned, he didst painfully remain . . . "
-William Shakespeare, "The Tempest"
Act 1, Scene 2
A writing center, such as the one at the University of Northern Iowa,
is designed to help students improve their writing through tutoring on a
one-to-one basis. Most of the tutoring is done by peer tutors who are
students with some ability to write themselves, but more importantly, who
have demonstrated a willingness and the patience to help others learn
as well.
Our center is open to all students-basic writers, intermediate, and advanced writers-for all kinds of writing, from researc h papers, essays,
creative works and resumes, even to help in passing the university's Writing
Competency Examination. Among all these students with all these different needs there is one group of students who, by virtue of their disability,
presents unique challenges and requires alternative tutoring skills. These
are the learning disabled students. There are basically two problems
peculiar to tutoring learning disabled students in the writing center: identification and accommodation. Identifying the learning disabled is problematic and if that can be accomplished, helping the learn ing disabled
student is equally difficult. This essay will discuss the growing presence
of the learning disabled population on the co llege campus and offer some
suggestions for identifying the learning disabled in the wri-;ing center. The
remaining essays in this volume will address the matter of acommodation.
In th is age of feminism and non-sexist language it rr,ay see m strange
for an essayist, especially a woman essayist, to use the pronou n " he"
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throughout the body of the essay. The word choice is intentional because
in the learning disability population the ratio of males to females is at least
2:1 and more probably 3:1 (Reynolds and Mann , 1987).
Identification of the iearning disabled student is problematic because
there is no one, clear, concise, simple definition of learning disability. As
of 1984 there were 38 different definitions among professionals in the field.
The literature on the topic contains some 50 items to describe learning
disabilities. Of the 48 states which have defined disabilities, 26
have seen fit to amend the federal definition or to write their own
(Reynolds and Mann, 1987). The Federal Registry (1977) defines learning
disability this way:
those children who have a disorder in one or more basic
psychological processes involving understanding or in using
language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself
in imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spel!
or do mathematical calculations . . .
This definition continues for a page or two and says that the disorder may
include, but is not limited to, perceptual handicaps, brain injury, minimal
brain dysfunction, dyslexia and developmental aphasia. In addition, the
disability must not be the result of visual, hearing or motor handicaps;
mental retardation ; emotional disturbance; or environmental, cultural or
economic disadvantage (Reynolds and Mann, 1987).
The causes of learning disabil ities are not known absolutely but are
believed to fall into two categories : physical and developmental. The
physical causes may be heredity; genetic abnormality; lack of cerebral
dominance; allergies and immunological system deficiencies; and
metabolic and biochemical disorders. Developmental causes may include
prenatal , perinatal or postnatal factors; environmental factors; and , sociocultural aspects (Reynolds and Mann, 1987).
Since 1970, learning disabled students have become more visible for
three reasons. First, due to a vocal and organized advocacy by parents,
educators and the students themselves, accommodations are beginning
to be made for disabled persons. Second, the establishment of open enrollment policies has brought more learning disabled students to postsecondary institutions. Finally, state and federal legislation mandates
"equal access" and " aids, benefits and services" which for the learning
disabled include, but are not limited to, such things as extended time on
exams, oral essays, and exemption from foreign language requirements
(Reynolds and Mann, 1987).
Statistically speaking, 5 to 8 percent of the university population is learning disabled (Wright, 1987). That mean s that at a school the size of the
University of Northern Iowa, w ith an enrollment of 12,000 students, 600
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to 960 students may be learning disabled. Few teachers, students, and
administrators ar€ aware that the numbers may be thi s high.
Why then is there a problem identifying learning disabled students? Why
are so few learning disabled students utilizing the services of a university writing center? One might simply ask the students if they are learning
disabled. Unfortunately, that is not an option. It is illegal to ask anyone
if he is learning disabled, even if we ask everyone who walks through the
door. Such questioning is considered discrimination against the handicapped (Roberts, 1987).
The only way to really know if a student is learning disabled is for the
student to be diagnosed by a trained and experienced learning disabilities
specialist, but a writing center usually does not have access to such professional service or to students' records which might indicate previous
testing.
In our experience learning disabled students fall into one of three
categories: those students who are learning disabled and tell us that they
are; those students who are learning disabled and do not tell us; and ,
those students who do not know they are learning disabled. Each of these
groups presents unique characteristics and problems.
The first type of learning disabled student is the one who knows that
he is learning disabled and wants help with his writing. This is the student who has had the advantage of early detection in grade school, junior
high school or high school and may have had some training in deal ing
with his disability. In my fi rst encounter with a learning disabled student
an adamant young man marched into my office and announced that he
was learning disabled , that no one around here knew how to help him ,
and so he would teach me how to teach him. He was quite animated
and I think he expected an argument, but since I had no forma l training
in helping the learning disabled, I welcomed the opportunity for instruction . We began to work together to help him improve his writing.
On the other hand , the elementary or high school train ing some learning disabled students receive may not have been helpful at all and, in
some,instances, it may have been detrimental. One of my students, a very
bright young man , volunteered th at as a child he had been diagnosed
as dyslexic. However, in the tenth grade, he went on to say, " I mainstreamed myself: ' When I asked why, he said , " Because the first day of hi gh
school in the learning di sabilities class, they started to teach me the
alphabet:' This student would not discuss his disability with his college
professors nor would he ask for the privileges afforded to him by law
because he did not want to use hi s di sa bil ity as a " co p out:' Some may
call this stoic or admirable. I call it tragic. He put himself through angui sh
-\
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needlessly and jeopardized his grades in his coursework and ultimately
his admittance to graduate school. This kind of experience can lead to
the second situation.
The second type of learning disabled student is one who knows he is
learning disabled but will not admit it even to the writing center. Either
he does not come for help at all, probably for fear of additional insult
or injury, or when he does come to be tutored, he does not tell us he
is disabled . Somewhere in his educational experience he has been labeled "lazy" or "dumb'' by instructors as well as peers and he is ashamed
of his disability. He denies having any problem , as if this will make it go
away or protect him from the problems that the disability creates. He
redoubles his already tripled efforts and works harder.
This situation can be frustrating for tutor and student alike because the
only way for the writing tutor to identify the learning disabled student
is by trial and error. The tutor runs the gamut of writing techniques and
when nothing else works considers learning disabilities. Writing tutors are
trained in writing theory and instruction but we are not learning disability
specialists nor does our writing center have a learning disability specialist
on staff because of limited resources.
The third type of learning disabled student is the student who does not
know he is learning disabled. He may have trouble organizing his thoughts
or thinks he just cannot write. " Either you can write or you can't; ' this
student typically believes. One may wonder how anyone could go through
13 years of elementary school and high school and not realize there was
a problem. However, those who wear corrective lenses might recall what
it was like before they wore glasses or contact lenses fo r the first time.
Remember how amazing it was when former blurs and blobs took on
shape and symmetry. People's faces actually had noses! Most do not know
before their vision is corrected that they even have a vision problem . I,
for one, did not, but I remember the embarrassment of not being able
to read the blackboard in class or the shame of not catching the ball at
recess because I did not see it coming. I remember the joy and relief when
suddenly I could see what everyone else could see. This is analagous to
being learning disabled with one very important difference. There are no
glasses or contacts or any other apparatus that the learning disabled
can " put on" which will eliminate the problem . What's more, learning
disabilities are among the disabilities described as " invisible:' No hardware; no disability. So like others with invisible disabil ities, the learning
disabled are perceived as able-bodied and are expected to toe the line
just like everyone else.
Once we are aware that the learning disabled population exists, we can
be sensitive to the possibility that some of our writers may be learning
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disabled. Here are some clues to the existence of a learning disability
which the writing tutor and layperson can recognize.
The most obvious characteristic of the learning disabled writer is the
severe discrepancy which exists between what is written on the page and
the conversation in the tutorial (Davis, 1986). If the student demonstrates
a knowledge of the material, especially if he happens to be verbally articulate, and the written expression is incomprehensible or there is a marked difference in eloquence, then the student may be learning disabled .
Not all learning disabled are articulate, but many are. Often it takes time
to establish rapport. Years of conditioning by the ignorant or cruel may
have convinced the student that he will be accused of being stupid or
lazy. Once interpersonal trust and sharing have been established, any
discrepancy between the written text and the tutee's conversation will
usually become readily apparent.
Interestingly enough, the lack of social skills of the learning disabled
may be a more decisive indicator of disability than the written text he
generates (Pine Ridge, 1987). The same disability which makes a "p" indistinguishable from a "b" or a " w" from an " m;' makes subtle differences
in facial expression or tones of voice equally obscure. The mood changes
that most of us recognize in others during the course of normal conversation may escape the learning disabled completely. They may seem insensitive or lacking in awareness because of this. Some learning disabled may
be decidedly egocentric (Reyno lds and Mann , 1987). Finally, the student
may be inattentive or too impulsive (Reynolds and Mann , 1987). A student may have several of these problems or only one or two.
While peer tutors can be alert to these early warning signs and to certain patterns in the student's writing, errors common to the learning disabled writer are the same as those common to other writers (Wilson , 1987).
The errors are just of greater magnitude. An obvious characteristic might
be misspelling words whose only common feature is a particular letter
or letter combination . In this case visual , auditory, perceptual-motor information , symbols or language may be inhibited (Reynolds and Mann,
1987). One of my students misspelled take, this, and there. Take is usually
used as a verb. This and there can be used as pronouns, adjecti ves or
adverbs but are usually not confused in meaning. This student was usi ng
all of these words interchangeably and with no consistent pattern of
misuse. The rest of his writing was quite techn ical and very articulate.
It was obvious to me that he knew the difference in ve rbal usage and meaning. I was perplexed about his unusual errors and was about to break the
rules and ask him if he had a learning disabi lity, when he volunteered
that he did indeed have dyslexi a.
Thi s student could not spell torn, but he di d know th at it was the past
"
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tense of tear and he could spell tear. So I asked him to look up tear in
the dictionary if he could. If you cannot spell a word, it is hard to look
it up! Thus, this request can strike terror into a learning disabled student
so tutors should tactfully ask if this is something the student can do. When
this student went looking for tear, he searched for some time in the area
of theatre and other words beginning with " th : ' In this way we identified
one aspect of his problem. He had trouble distinguishing between words
that begin with "t;' "ta;' "te;' and "th:'
Beyond the surface errors, the rhetorical aspects of the writing may also
identify the learning disabled student. A tutor can look for problems in
train of thought or organization (Reynolds and Mann, 1987). Some learning disabled students' writing will take leaps over necessary sequential
thoughts, what I call "pogo stick" thinking. Great gaps in coherence appear and the student assumes the reader has access to information that
the writer has neglected to supply on the page. This kind of writing presents
conclusions which seem to be drawn without the necessary logical
support.
Sometimes learning disabled writers will " free associate; ' straying from
the topic of the paragraph, each sentence following on the heels of the
one before, delightfully meandering, but the paragraph as a whole ends
up somewhere else than originally intended. Occasionally some writers
will exhibit a sort of "stream of consciousness" in their writing. Here there
is an inability to stay on the topic, to select pertinent facts, arguments,
or opinions, or to omit irrelevant information. These learning disabled
writers may have difficulty w ith comprehension , may have memory problems or be unable to integrate thoughts with each other (Reynolds and
Mann, 1987).
Once the learning disabled student has been identified , what do we
do about it? Accommodation is the second part of the problem . The other
essays in this volume will deal with specific techniques to intervene in
the writing process and help the student learn to help himself.
It remains then to ask and answer one final, very important question .
If these people are so disabled as to requ ire spec ial privileges, extra con sideration and extensive one-to-one interaction , why bother?
First, it is the law. State and federal legislation has prohibited discrimination against qualified students and guaranteed " equal access" to educational opportunity (Reynolds and Mann , 1987).
Second , accommodating the learning disabled provides the best
economic return on the investment of th e educational dollar. A recent
study of colleges and technical schools revealed that, depending on the
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program, none of the IQ's of the learning disabled students was below
85 and most were well above average (Mangrum and Strichart, 1984). As
a group, the learning disabled students are the most persi stent, doggedly
determined, tenacious, and hard working people I have ever met.
Third , it is the right thing to do. We installed elevators and curb cuts
to accommodate the physically disabled , and so we should. We have
allowed visually impaired students alternate methods of examination, and
so we should. These measures were right and proper and we should do
no less for the learning disabled among us. We have come a long way
in both celebrating and accommodating our differences and we must continue to do so.
I chose the exerpt from Shakespeare's The Tempest as the epigraph for
this essay because of the image of a delicate spirit painfully impri soned
in a cloven pine-not to indict education or ed ucators. After all, we did
not confine anyone within the cloven pine of learn ing disability, nor can
we set anyone completely free from the painful imprisonment of that pine.
We can, however, alleviate some of the frustration and discouragement
by recogn izing the needs of the learning disabled student and by helping
him to help himself.
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